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ABSTRACT

All Too Well is a 2D animation graduate thesis film, with a length of 6 minutes and 49 seconds.
The production phase went from September 2018 to January 2020.

A father who lost his son in a car accident recreates the family by bringing an artificial
intelligence boy into the home to replace the lost son. Not only does their relationship fail to heal
the father's broken heart, but it also often brings back painful memories of his real boy. This only
makes him realize that the robot son cannot replace his real son. So, he turns the power off of the
robot son and deeply grieves. The mother witnesses her husband’s actions, approaches him and
then turns his power off. Themes of loss and healing in the age of artificial intelligence and the
use of robots to fill our need for love and normal relationships are central to this abstracted
narrative.

The major software used during the entire production process include: Adobe Photoshop, Adobe
After Effects, Adobe Premiere, TVPaint and MOHO. The original music is a score by KaMan
Chang. The final output format is 1080HD.

This paper will retrace the making of All Too Well and share the personal experience during its
creation.
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INTRODUCTION

Artificial intelligence is not a very novel topic. It can even be said that it is an old theme that has
been made into movies countless times. The plot of my film concerns artificial intelligence and is
not a complicated story.

This is a story about a sad family. The parents have lost their one and only son in an auto
accident. So, the father purchases an artificial intelligence robot boy from the
commercial enterprise Maestro, which manufactures artificial intelligence animals and
humans, to replace his lost son. Despite having the same looks and voice, the father
realizes that there is no way to substitute his real son with a robot. One night, the father
has a nightmare about the night of the accident. He gets up hurriedly and runs to his boy's
bedroom. He hugs his robot son tightly, but is agitated when the boy begins a terrible,
uncontrollable laugh. No matter how great the grief and fear, the father cuts off the boy
robot’s power. All this is witnessed by the mother, who has been secretly observing this
event. She cannot bear to see her husband in such a state of inconsolable grief, so she
enters the room and comes up behind him and cradles him with a hug and then shuts
down her husband's power as well. Life still goes on. The robot company, Maestro is
selling its new products on TV. A ‘new’ husband and ‘new’ son sit on each side of the
mother on the couch in their living room. The family is once again complete and warm.
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Robots that are programmed to communicate can't have human emotions. Human feelings are
precious, and each person is unique and cannot be duplicated in a robot. Some people may think
that a robot is ‘just a robot’ and not a sentient entity. After all, no matter how cleverly the
program is designed, there is still no way to reach the familiar realities and likeness of being a
real human. At the end of my story, the presence of the mother reveals that she was the
orchestrator of creating her own family, perhaps to deal with the loss of the husband and boy
after the car accident. We are left with the final question, “Is she a robot too, or a real human?”

The story is being told from the third-person, bystander perspective and not from a perspective of
a son, a father, or a mother. This third-person perspective allows the viewer to asks question like,
“Is it emotion that distinguishes real humans from artificial intelligence?”, or “If a robot has
human feelings, can it be called a human?”. Every viewer will have different personal ideas and
possible answers to these questions.

The working title of this film at the beginning of the production was, Blank Space, which refers
to the emotional absence in robots. But then, in thinking about the ending of the story, where the
mother becomes the central character, and no matter how little we see her, we find out that she is
the ‘creator’ of her family. Personalizing the title to express her disembodied familiarity with
repeated misfortune was more appropriate. I felt that All Too Well would be a fitting title.
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RESEARCH REVIEW

My film All Too Well concerns artificial intelligence, so I researched films with related themes.
There have been many classic movies about artificial intelligence in the history of movies. One
of my favorite films, and a very impressive film directed by Steven Spielberg in 2001, is A.I.
Artificial Intelligence (1). It tells the story of an AI boy who is programmed with the ability to
love and is looking for love. It is a masterpiece that explores human nature and the inner core of
what love is. Also, my advisor Stephanie recommended that I watch Blade Runner (2), the
version released in 1982. I was deeply moved by the profound speculation on artificial
intelligence, and the film’s dark and dignified artistic style. In addition, the actors’ performances,
especially the robots in some scenes where they conveyed their emotional potential, was very
enlightening to me.

Figure 1: Movie A.I. Artificial Intelligence poster
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Figure 2: Movie Blade Runner poster

These two films greatly inspired me to explore the feelings of love in artificial intelligence robots
and humans. What is the difference in the experience of love if robots can ‘feel’ love? This
creates a lot of space for one to ponder about what artificial intelligence in our lives can mean.
Even though feature films are very different from short 2D animations, short films can portray
characters in time and space and tell a story fully in a short amount of time. For my film, it was a
big challenge to create limited characters and plots to convey my ideas.

I decided to reduce the complexity of the film by streamlining the techniques and structure and
slow down the storytelling to allow for the viewer to enter the work and participate in the
interpretation of the events and the emotions of the characters within the story.

I began my proposal in January 2018. During the early stages of planning the work, I decided
that the style of the film would be a 2d traditional, hand-drawn style. Hand-drawn characters are
more flexible because there are no constraints on acting or facial expressions, and this allowed
me to ‘play’ more during the later stages of the production. The characters in my film are
somewhere between realistic and cartoony. I think it is inappropriate to be too cartoonish if you
want to make the characters to be more relatable and authentic. However, a visual style too close
to realism risks being a little dispassionate. For me, it was important to strike a balance between
the two. I found many style references of the type of characters between cartoony and realistic,
most of which are from animated short films.
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Figure 3: Character style in the film Au Lapin Agile (Gobelins, 2016)

Figure 4: Character style in the film, One Day (Gobelins, 2012)

For atmosphere in my film, I wanted to build a low-saturated, gloomy feeling. In
Blade Runner, it is constantly raining and the rain is very symbolic. As a symbol, it runs through
the whole film. So, I decided that rain in my film could really create a dreary atmosphere for the
story to play out.

5

Figures 5-8: Shots from the film, Blade Runner (1982) where it continually rains
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PROCESS

PRE-PRODUCTION

VISUAL DEVELOPMENT

As the saying goes, the first step is the hardest. How to determine the visual style of a movie has
always been a struggle for many people. And, I am one of them. During the proposal period, I
spent a long time looking for the style I wanted. When I entered the stage of pre-production, I
researched many internet sites and especially used Pinterest to gather inspiration and reference
materials. Pinterest is a very useful website. It’s a one-stop way to see a lot of images and it can
save a lot of time, in contrast to going to various sites individually to collect images. I could also
combine and categorize the references that I found. Then, it became very important to sort out
and summarize my findings.

Figures 9-10: Samples of visual references on Pinterest for different moments in All Too Well.
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In the process of accumulation, a picture in my mind gradually became clear. For the visual
style, I wanted to make the film have a fairytale book feel. I immediately thought of one of my
favorite animations, Song of The Sea (3). There was no need for a realistic perspective, and I
preferred a similar flat, graphic style.

When it came to the characters, the father and the son were actually robots and reminded me of
some puppet styles. In the film The Breadwinner (4), there are some scenes that look like papercut shots. I decided to take this kind of style as my reference too.

Figures 11-13: Some collected image references

Figures 14-15: Cut-out style images from the film, The Breadwinner
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Figures 16-17: Images from the film Song of The Sea

CHARACTER & BACKGROUND DESIGNS

There are three main characters in All Too Well. They are the father, the son and the mother. The
father is an emotional, middle-aged man with a very gentle look. The boy character has two
forms: the artificial intelligence boy and the real boy, who appears as a memory when he was
killed in the car accident. The mother is a gentle woman with long curly hair.

Finding a style for the boy(s) was kind of tricky. At first, I thought I needed to create two
different versions of their likeness. However, I decided against making the two different versions
because it might seem too deliberate in the work. So, I dropped the idea and decided to make
their distinction in their behavior and in only minor details in their appearance. The robot boy
also needed to have a design that would make people feel he was a ‘little different’ from normal
kids. For the mother, my original intention was not to let her face show, and to keep her
mysteriously in the background of the story. But she needed to have a presence in the film and I
did not want to blur or shadow her when she would appear, so I decided to show her face.
Especially, as we would need to recognize her at the end of the film.
9

There were other characters in the film. They appear in the Maestro television advertisements.
They are both animals and people and are not moving, so they were not animated and I did not
have to think about turn-arounds in creating their designs.

Figures 18-21: Main character designs

For the backgrounds, I kept the style simple and consistent with the graphic style. I used
stretched geometric lines to summarize complex objects. I put solid colors on larger areas, and
then added dots and lines to prevent the pictures from appearing too dull.
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Figure 22-23: background designs

The overall colors were not too saturated for either the characters or the backgrounds. The
chosen color range was very restrained. I was going for softer, more understated colors to create
a more peaceful viewer experience. I thought it fit the tone of the film.

STORYBOARD

Figures 24-26: Rough sketches of storyboard at the early stage
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I always believe that story is king. All images should serve the story. How to make a long story
look concise and impressive in a short film, and how to make a short and simple story colorful
and informative, these are the challenges to the storyteller. Since my AI story was not a novel
subject in itself, I thought about how I needed to tell this old story in a different way. What you
show matters as much as how you show it.

In the first scene of the film, I wanted to start by introducing a parallel universe where artificial
intelligence is pervasive. This was the major premise for the story. Therefore, I decided to show
an advertisement at the opening of the film to convey the message on how developments in
technology can allow robot pets to be a part of the family and become loving companions. The
contents of the advertisements were to promote this kind of product. We find out that someone is
watching these advertisements, but turns the tv off and leaves the room. We don’t see his face
and can’t guess his expressions. The following is the progression of the All Too Well story that
guided the creation of the storyboard:
The title of the film appears. The next scene opens to an outdoor field area. The father picks up a
ball on the ground and looks back at his obtuse artificial intelligence son in the distance, the
father’s memories emerge of his happy real son who has died. There is a look of disappointment
on the father's face as he snaps back to reality. It begins to rain. The father takes his son home
with him. Later on, in the boy's room, the boy eagerly waits for his father to read a bedtime story.
As he looks into his son's large lake-blue eyes, he suddenly realizes that it is still raining outside.
The father has been immersed in his own memories. He leaves the room and closes the bedroom
door. Later, in the father’s dream, the world is in black and white. He is driving at night with his
family in a car. The son is happily sharing his school stories with his parents from the backseat.
The car accident happens. The father is awakened from his dream and rushes to his robot son's
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room and hugs him as if this action will dispel the fear from the nightmare. However, a strange
thing happens. The son begins to laugh -- maybe happy for his father’s affection. But the laugh
changes and becomes loud and continuous. The father tries to make him stop laughing, but the
boy’s laughter only gets worse. Disappointed, helpless and frightened, the father makes a decision
and turns off his son's power switch. The surroundings become quiet. The father is unbearably
sad and cries. (The artificial intelligence son cannot replace his dead son. After all, he is a robot,
not a human who can feel emotions.) The mother has been observing this interaction of her
husband with the robot son and comes up behind him. She gently appeases the sobbing husband
telling him that everything will be all right. As she says this, she slips her hand behind her
husband’s neck and switches off his power. In the final scene of the film, the Maestro
advertisements appear on the television again. But instead of just animals, the products are
various models of AI human beings. The mother, who has been watching the advertisements from
the same sofa as in the beginning of the film, is sitting with a new AI husband and new AI child
next to her. This family scene transitions to countless photos hanging on the wall of the room that
show the family with different robot husbands and sons, with the only constant being the same
mother in the middle. Then the credits follow.

This film has a relatively complete structure. The beginning and the end of the film echo each
other. In the middle is the narrative storyline, with memory flashbacks interspersed. In the
process of drawing the storyboard, what bothered me was how to interweave memories with
reality. I did not want the switch between the two to look too intentional. But, if it was too subtle,
then it might be confusing. With the sketch that I drew at the earliest stages of development of
the storyboard, it was very hard to get the effect that I envisioned. After several unhelpful
revisions, I decided I needed to resolve this impasse. I figured out that even in the same space,

13

different colors and ambient sounds could be used to express a different time or psychological
reality. For instance, the scene with only black and white that takes place in the middle of the
film could be representing either a dream or the real moment at the time of the accident. I wanted
to abstract this moment and treat it in a very minimalistic way so it could be interpreted as either
a dream or the remains of the memory of something that really happened. For the final bedroom
scene, where the mother switches off her husband who has switched off their son, we understand
that both father and son are artificial intelligence robots. But, I also wanted to arouse the
viewer’s curiosity as to whether the mother was also a robot or a real human being. I decided to
show her pretty face to the audience and give her a more ‘human presence’ and as the one
ultimately in control of the family, hoping that the audience would lean towards interpreting her
being as a real human, but not be completely sure. But is she really a robot? The immediate
switch to the Maestro commercials and family photos scenes, I think, reinforced this dualinterpretation.

Figure 27: Final version of the storyboard in three panels

I believe that even if there were no advertisements at the beginning and end of the film, the
narrative was complete. However, I thought it would be better if I gave the audience a general
setting at the very beginning and end with the same advertising content that could help convey
14

the audience through the story more easily to a more direct interpretation of the story events and
also to prompt thinking about the reality of our AI-developing world.

COLOR SCRIPT

After the characters were designed and there was a complete storyboard, the next thing I needed
to do was to make a rough version of the color script. What I was thinking was that it did not
have to be a very specific color, it just needed general color sense. I thought this would help me
better grasp the tone of the whole story. And this, in turn, helped me adjust the movements of the
characters and the compositions of some shots. When the color script was done, I could make
adjustments shot by shot.

There were five main color areas in the film. They were, respectively: commercials, living
room, outdoor area, the boy’s room, and the dream. Because the son's bedroom would show
different instances of real-time or as a memory, for each different time the tone would be
different. The colors were warmer in the memories and colder in reality.

For the outdoors, I chose olive green with low saturation. Here, the sky is about to rain. It is
covered with clouds and dark grey. It is depressing. In the two flashback shots, the background
is almost the same as in reality, but different in color. In the memory, I used the grass green with
a higher saturation. The sky also looked bright and clear. This gives the viewer a warmer feeling.
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The overall colors of the bedroom and the living room were neutral. The son's bedroom had
some toys as decorative props, which look lively. The difference between memory and reality is
the scenery outside the window. Inside the memory, it is still raining outside the window, but not
in reality.

Regarding the dream, there is no color, which creates a feeling of emptiness and vagueness with
white lines and a large black background. I wanted to give viewers a strong visual impact.

The advertisements scenes are relatively independent and therefore there was not much concern
about the color and emotion. I used the typical bright colors of commercials as we know them,
with bright oranges, light pinks, turquoises, and other ‘jumping’ colors.
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Figure 28-30: Rough color script at the early stage

ANIMATIC

The animatic was very important. It was the prototype of the entire animation. Although I had
completed my storyboard, and I had my rough version of the color script, I understood that
putting all shots into my animatic would create a very different expectation and I would have to
make a lot of adjustments. I chose to use TVPaint to do my animatic.

17

My expectation was that the film would be four minutes in length. But when I imported and
adjusted the pictures for timing, it was much longer than four minutes. In the storyboard, it was
hard to get a sense of the actual shot timing.

When you make an animatic, you not only show the results of the story ideas, but also every step
of the process. I found that my main characters basically had too many ‘much-exaggerated’
poses. After drawing the key poses, I discovered what the problem was. The changes in the
characters’ emotions were very important to push the story forward, but it also took time for the
characters to generate their emotions, and that would mean that it would also take time for the
audience to develop empathy with the characters. The characters were internally thinking and
struggling. Sometimes, a character might be still in a four to five-second shot. At the same time,
the viewer would be thinking about what might be happening inside the character. As a result,
the rhythm of the entire film became very slow. I was worried that a long, not-moving shots
would dull people’s feelings and interest. But if the action were too fast, it would not allow the
viewer enough time to engage as much with the characters. I discussed this issue with my
advisor, Stephanie. In the end, I decided to leave enough time for the emotions to develop
through the interpretations in the viewer. This was not an action movie, but an emotional one.
After repeated improvements, my film was more than six minutes long. Stephanie gave me a lot
of encouragement to develop the right rhythm and pacing of the work.

In my original story, I had anticipated having a full montage of a collection of lifelong memories
of the father and his real son, like family meals together, the father teaching his son to ride a
bike, fishing together, brushing teeth in the bathroom together in the morning, feeding pigeons in
18

the park and playing games inside together. This montage was supposed to follow the shot when
the father wakes up from his nightmare and runs to his boy's bedroom to hug him, and before
when his son begins to laugh. I was going to intercut the montage as the father was running, but
it became a lot of quick cutting, and the constant switching over a long period of time made this
sequence look bad and trivialized the emotion. After much consideration, I decided to drop the
montage. I also cut down the beginning and end commercials a little bit since they became
recognizable for what they were advertising very quickly, and I didn't want to spoil the whole
mood of the film.

After each shot was finished individually, I labeled it with a sequence number and added the
timecode. Then, I imported the shots into Adobe Premiere and added the timecode as a whole.

Figure 31: Mood-inducing rain shot labeled and time coded.
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SOUND DESIGN

For beginning the sound work, I edited some sounds I had already collected onto the project
timeline. For the memory shots, I wanted to do some echo work on the sound effects to
distinguish the different time. The early sample music provided by KaMan Chang gave me a
general outline for laying my shots. I divided the music into several parts according to the
structure of the film. It the beginning commercials scene, the music was independent and full of
vitality. As the story moved on to the narrative part, where the storyline unfolded, the rhythm
was relatively slow and calm and evoking a sense of depression, sadness and a heaviness of
feeling. I liked the piano performance in the music very much and I decided to use it to outline
my story, supplemented by strings to enhance the overall atmosphere. In the black and white
dream sequence, I imagined that there would be no music, only sound effects that would be
added later. The commercials in the ending scene had the same music as in the opening scene.
For the credits, I wanted to switch the music from its lively melody back to the music in the story
narrative: slow, sad, depressing.

Regarding the choice of composer for All Too Well, and there were many choices with Eastman
School of Music and RIT composers looking to score films, I finally decided to contact KaMan
Chang, whom I had collaboratively worked with before. She is an amazing artist. She had scored
my 2nd-year workshop film, Yet So Close. We had had a very pleasant experience working
together. She was able to understand my new work very quickly and gave me music that really
complimented the ideas and mood. We had a preliminary discussion about the film, and I then
sent her some reference music I had found along with some supplementary notes. I also sent her
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the picture-lock animatic. With a specific timecode, it was possible to specify more precisely
what kind of music was needed at a particular moment in the film.

In addition to music and sound effects in my film, lines of dialogue by characters were also
involved. I had used dialogue in my previous film, so I was not too new to the process. I wrote
down the spoken lines and then I recorded a rough version of the dialogue using my own voice. I
put this onto the animatic. I thought that having the dialogue on the animatic would help KaMan
in making choices on the music for these dialogue areas – because of the way characters talked,
the speed at which they talked, what was being said, and the location of the dialogue in the film.

PRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Pre-production took much longer than I expected. It was mainly because I spent a lot of time on
storyboarding. Although I knew exactly what story I wanted to tell, there was a lot of content
that might make the viewer confused. So, after repeated additions, deletions and other
adjustments, the story was finalized. When all the preparatory work was finished, I moved onto
the production stage.
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However, production did not go well for me at the early stages. Technology and enough time
were enormous challenges I needed to face. In the original proposal, the animation was to be
animated by traditional frame-by-frame animation. However, with the development of the
storyboard and the progression of the animatic, I came up with new ideas. First of all, since all
the characters in this film could be robots, their movements would appear mechanical to some
extent. Therefore, the frame-by-frame animation, which could draw exaggerated perspectives
and large-scale motions, did not highlight the advantages of less movement. Since it was
mechanical joint motions, I thought of rigging my characters. I wanted to try using the software
called MOHO to animate the characters. In addition, because I went home to China for a while,
the time left in the year to complete my work was drastically reduced. It might have meant that
my animation would be sacrificed to a lower quality and expectation with no time to modify and
adjust it had I tried (and I did try!) to complete the work by the end of the thesis year. I felt so
stressed, and I lost a lot of weight. Even for a long time, I felt like I couldn't keep it up anymore.
I was quite depressed, and my thoughts were negative. However, at this moment, my advisor
Stephanie gave me great encouragement and help. She restored the confidence I never had that I
would eventually be able to do finish this work. I wanted to try some new technology, and she
supported that. Since no one else was using the MOHO software, this meant that if anything
went wrong during the process, I could only solve it by myself. Stephanie offered me some
professors' names that I might get help from. I really appreciated it. She supported me all the way
from the beginning through to the completion of this film.
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CHARACTER RIGGING

The Moho software had a very revolutionary bone-rigging system. I knew I did not have much
rigging experience before, so everything was a bit new to me. I went to the official website of
MOHO and downloaded the software manual. I purchased its courses and started to learn the
software from scratch.

Figure 32: Screenshot of software learning

However, when the theory was applied to practice, many problems arose. There were some bugs
that I could not explain or solve, or that took a lot of effort to solve. So, I began to hesitate.
Rigging was different from frame-to-frame animation. It could save much time because there
was no need to do the inking or coloring and also achieve the same effects I wanted. However,
continue exploring MOHO at this stage threatened to delay the entire animation production. I did
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not have much time left. It turned out that MOHO was a very unproductive effort. Thus, I had to
switch gears. If one way failed, there would always be other ways to work, as long as one is
willing to find them.

According to the design of the shots, I separated different parts of my characters onto different
layers, and then imported them into the software Adobe After Effects, which I was more familiar
with.

VOICE RECORDING

There was one thing that I had to do before I could get into the animation process: voice
recording. During my second year in the grad program, I had already tried voice recording. That
was quite an interesting process. Now, my thesis film had many voices that I needed to record.
There were three main characters: the father, the son and the mother. Also, I needed a voice to be
heard over for the commercial scenes.

I had already written the script myself. And I recorded a rough version with my own voice. This
was to better match the timing when doing the animatic and to be a good reference for the
composer. Due to the tight schedule, I decided to ask my classmate Angelica Algelviz to take
charge of the whole recording process. I also asked my friend Aleesa Wu to be the voice actress
for the boy, and I invited my classmate Junnan Xia to help with the recording.
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We did the boy part in the Foley Room at SOFA. But with the final adjustment of the animatic, I
found that I needed to add some lines for the boy. But, unfortunately, Aleesa had left town, and I
needed another voice actor for the recording. I revised the original script and listed every spoken
line of each character in each scene, with comments. This could help the voice actors better
understand the way the characters talked and the scenarios in which they would speak. I
discussed the dialogue with Ange and then I gave the script to her. First, she posted for an
audition for voice casting. Soon, we selected several appropriate candidates. Each of them was
recorded separately. At that point in time, it was difficult to reserve the Foley room and checkout
a 702 recording kit from SOFA’s equipment Cage. Ange set up her own recording device to help
me. I really appreciate Ange's help.

Figure 34: Dialogue scripts for All Too Well
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We started with the commercials voice-over narrator. This part was relatively smooth because it
was all narration. The following weekend, we recorded the father and the mother part. The father
part went well. But, as for the part of the mother, and although the lines were only a few words, I
always felt that it did not fit well in the story. We also still lacked the boy's voice. At this point,
Ange said that she could try to voice the mother and the boy. So, after listening to her recordings,
I decided to use them. I thought her performances were brilliant. I am so thankful to both Ange
and Juinnan for helping me during the recording process. And, my voice actors and actress too:
Durotimi Akinkugbe, Robin Lalisse and Aleesa Wu.

Finally, I imported each line into Adobe Audition for individual editing and then exported them.
Then, I put them into my picture-lock animatic again, replacing the original rough dialogue
version.

Figure 35: Still of animatic with voice and rough music in Premiere
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ANIMATION

Finally, I moved onto the animation process. Mostly, I used Adobe After Effects to create the
animation. But for the specific dream scene, I did it by using frame-by-frame drawing.

At the beginning of the animation I did a test shot. This was the field scene after the title of the
film. I imported a still background image into Adobe After Effects, then layered in the moving
grass elements and imported them one by one. Finally, a cloud layer with moving sky was added.
Some of these layers had subtle motions that altogether formed a background. Overall, the
composite looked good. After that, I made the large-scale animation of the main object.

Figure 36: Animation WIP
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Figure 37: Still from a moving background

As for the action of the characters, I divided each character into parts in advance and imported
them into AE. I then parented each limb onto the main body. For some more organic parts, like
the mother’s hair that moved up and down with the body, I used the puppet pin tool. Because two
characters were robots and the mother might also be interpreted to be a robot, the animations of
these characters without using external plug-ins would make the movements look mechanical
and stiff, and this kind of coordination felt very much in line with the expectations.

Figures 38-39: Animation WIP and character walking
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Regarding the dream scene, the overall picture needed to be very simple, with a strong contrast
between black and white. I used dynamic outlines of characters to make the pictures less dull.

Figures 40-41: Stills of the dream scene
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With the completed version of the previous recording session, I was able to produce the lip-sync
for the characters accurately. According to the comparative chart, I drew different mouths
corresponding to different vowels. And then, I imported them into AE separately and adjusted
the time according to the audio tracks.

Figures 42-43: Animation WIP, lip-sync

POST-PRODUCTION

COMPOSITING

When all the animations were completed, I moved onto the compositing procedure. I finished
this in Adobe After Effects. In addition to some primary camera zooming in and out, I had some
unique scene cuts—for example, the constant interspersing of reality with memories. I chose to
30

add special particle effects to the clips of the memories, letting the white luminous particles float
slowly up from the bottom of the frame and gradually disappear as they float. And I adjusted the
hue of the memory clips, adding a soft light filter on the warm tone. In addition, I made the
visual effect of rain with AE. I adjusted various parameters and the amount of rain according to
different times in the story and for different emotional moments. For the last shot in the film, the
camera is facing the whole family in the middle of the frame. Then, the camera zooms out at a
plodding speed, with a pause in the middle. At this point, the image changes to the likeness of
old photos. The camera then zooms out again at a gradually faster rate. This idea was inspired by
Stephanie. She gave me a suggestion to refer to some scenes in live-action films about time and
space transitions. I thought this was very helpful. I also turned on the 3D layers. There was one
shot when the father closed the door that I applied the 3D camera to. And for some shots, I added
lights to create certain atmospheres.

MUSIC & SOUND EFFECTS

After KaMan and I discussed the style of music and some of my ideas, she wrote the music, and
soon after I received the rough music track. To my great surprise, this was the musical
expression I had imagined. The whole music gave a heavy, sad and depressed feeling. It
complemented the imagery perfectly. Therefore, the whole process of the music creation went
very smoothly. And, it saved me a lot of time. After adding some final piano notes in detail, the
music part was done. I put all the finished shots together with the music track, and then gave
them to my sound designers, Dr. Jonathan Kruger and Ryan Gaynor. I had previously worked
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with them during my first year at RIT. They had worked on both the music and the sound effects
for my 30-sec film called, Lucky. Since there was not much time left to deal with the sound in
my thesis film, I asked them if they could do the sound design. They said yes! We met several
times to discuss the choice of sound effects and how to deal with the character dialogues. The
mother and the father part were not difficult. The challenge was the processing of the boy’s
voice. For example, in one scene, after the boy is laughing maniacally in his bed and the father
cuts off the power to the boy’s body, the laughter gradually slows down until it disappears. We
needed to find a way to make this event easily understood, which they succeeded in doing very
effectively. Ryan was very professional, and he designed a lot of details on the sound. For
example, if the character was standing on the right side, he would pan the voice to the right. And,
there were many sound layers in the tracks, and he helped me mix all the tracks using the tool
Logic. He then exported two different tracks for me. One was the track with sound and music
only. The other was the track with sound, music and the dialogue.

FINAL ADJUSTMENT

After I finished the animation part in Adobe After Effects, I rendered every single shot. Then, I
put the mixed soundtrack, which included the music track, sound effects and dialogue tracks,
together with the animation in Adobe Premiere. In the AE software, I set the composition size as
2560 x 1080, and the frame rate at 24 fps. I added the SOFA bumper at the beginning of the film.
Also, I read the sofa screening policies to make sure all the requirements were met. Then I
rendered the film under the format .mp4 file. The final display resolution was 1920 x 1080.
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EVALUATION

SCREENING

My thesis All Too Well was screened on May 5, 2020 via the RIT FVASA YouTube Live
stream. This online screening format was unique for RIT. Social distancing practices (where
people need to avoid close contact with others) were mandated by New York State as a result of
the global Covid-19 pandemic. Since spring break, the campus was closed down and students
needed to finish their classes remotely. The School of Film and Animation’s
Film/Video/Animation Student Association (FVASA) worked very hard to assure that we could
have a smooth and successful screenings event celebrating students’ hard work.

During the last couple of years, student films have been screened in the Wegmans Theater within
RIT’s Magic Spells Studios. Before that, films screenings took place in RIT’s Carlson
Auditorium. Wegmans Theater possesses more professional exhibition equipment that can
minimize loss of quality with both the picture and sound of films. But, due to the closure of the
campus because of the virus pandemic, films needed to be screened in other ways. The School of
Film and Animation decided to screen films virtually. After each screening, filmmakers would
get a sixty-second time block so that they could collect feedback. Capstone and Thesis students
had the option to submit a video recording of their artist statement.
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FEEDBACK

I was grateful for the opportunity to screen my thesis during the difficult circumstances of the
pandemic. I received a lot of positive feedback. I was glad that the visual design was wellpraised. I put a lot of time and effort into this and it paid off. The audience thought my unique
visual style fit the story very well. Additionally, I also received a lot of constructive suggestions.
For example, as some professors pointed out, the picture had excellent design and rich texture,
but the animation itself felt stiff. If I could ease the movement of the characters, things would
look less mechanical. I was delighted that the music and sound effects were noticed. They
worked with the picture perfectly well. One of the comments given by Professor Tom Davis,
who is also a composer in the College of Liberal Arts, was true and important. He said, “This is
an example of music and sound that is mixed at a level that allows us to hear the music at its full
resonance. It was beautiful in that regard as well as the images.” I was hoping that the film’s
music and sound designers could have shared the praise with me at this moment. But they were
not able to attend the virtual screening. I had been worried that people would be more or less
confused about what the story was trying to say. However, this did not bother me anymore when
my film was screened. The slow progression of the story allowed the audience to follow the plot
that was happening. Everyone had a different interpretation of it. One interesting thing was that I
had received some feedback that they thought this was a scary story. In a way it is, since AI is
scary.

Although it was unfortunate that I was not able to experience watching my thesis with all my
friends, classmates and professors in the Wegmans Theater and to share my creative experience
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with everyone in person, I was still so grateful that I could have the virtual screening. I would
like to thank everyone who was there watching, who gave me comments and encouragement.

CONCLUSION

I consider myself to be a sensitive person. After the film was completed, I wanted to review the
whole process of the making of All Too Well. The whole experience was full of endless
refinements, back and forth changes, self-doubt, and unknowing. All the emotions emerge now
as I look back and write these words. Memories always come with a soft filter. Even the
memories that made me feel full of pain suddenly become less sad.

My film was a complex combination of contradictions. It had its successes. I like illustration a
lot. Therefore, I put more effort into the visual designs. The picture style of the whole film was
like that of a fairytale that I had imagined. In the pre-production stage, I spent a lot of time on the
design of the characters. And I got satisfying results in return. But it is not enough to have
beautiful pictures. One needs to make the characters move and "live" the story. My weakness
was in the animation. Although it conformed to the tone and setting of the story, I knew that the
stiff action of the characters still made the animation lose a lot of quality. Besides, I know that
the most important thing is the story itself -- all one wants to express is inside of the story. In my
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story, there was too much rawness in the narrative. I wanted to show a lot, but I also wanted to
condense and abstract it, and this was very challenging to achieve.

The experience of making All Too Well was very valuable. The results are undoubtedly
important. I sometimes am not satisfied with my work. It could have been done better. And, the
time management failures and lack of technical support were definitely not an excuse. However,
I knew this was not the end. I would continue to improve my work in the future.

I will never forget the original intention of coming to RIT to study animation. I wanted to be a
storyteller with all my heart. I want to feel the lives, joys, and sorrows around me. I would like to
deliver friendship, love, and family ties.

Finally, I would like to say that I am so grateful for the experience of this graduate thesis, along
with the years of study experiences at RIT. I am so blessed for having been around so many
friends and lovely people who have helped me and encouraged me.
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APPENDIX I
ORIGINAL PROPOSAL

Blank Space
(Working Title)
2D Animation
Yingying Tang

Thesis Proposal
For MFA in Film and Animation
School of Film and Animation
Rochester Institute of Technology, Rochester, New York
March 2018

Approved for Submission
___________________________________
Stephanie Maxwell, Thesis Chair
Title: Blank Space
Technique: 2D Animation
Genre: Narrative
Length: 4 minutes

37

Logline
A father who loses his son in an accident now has an artificial intelligence boy to replace the lost
one. It appears to be a complete family to an outsider’s view, but yet there are secrets still within
the family.
Treatment
A football is kicked off into the corner of the lawn. The man (main character, around 37) runs
past and picks it up. He turns back and waves into the distance. His son (around 7) stands across
the lawn staring at him. The man asks him if he is tired. “Yes, Daddy,” the boy replies. It starts
raining, and the raindrops hit the boy, making clanging noises. “Let’s go home,” the man says,
with the echoing rain sound filling up in the empty space.
In a room lit by lamp light, the man closes a child’s picture book and says, "It's time to sleep."
"Yes, Daddy," the boy replies. The man gently touches his son’s cheek and memories flood into
his mind’s view.
The boy's sleeping face is lit by a big bright smile under a dim light. “Daddy, Daddy!” He
chases the wind in the sunshine. The man responds to him, waving his hands. All of a
sudden, the wind blowing straight through the man’s cheek turns into sharp shards of glass,
piercing the man's cheek. He touches his face, and black, black blood drips down. Then, he
hears the boy screaming, and hears the sound of a car’s horn and tires skidding. He is
blinded by the black blood and falls down to his knees, helplessly on the lawn.
It is unexpectedly warm and the man sighs as he lays on the soft grass. He opens his eyes, and
his wife (around 35) is holding him and stroking his hair gently. “He is gone. My boy is gone,”
he says sadly. He turns to look at the sleeping boy on a blanket nearby. "Even with the same
skin, hair, voice, wearing the same clothes, he is still only a robot. Just a robot. They have no
love, no hatred, no happiness, no sadness. No memories. Nothing."
In his wife’s arms, the man falls asleep. “You are wrong, my dear. They do have these human
things,” she says in a sad tone. Her hand moves gently down his back and she feels for the little
opening to the compartment of the electronic chip in his body. She struggles within herself on
whether to take out the electronic chip from the man’s back, or not.
Rationale
For me, story is the king. I long to make a story that will touch people’s hearts, and a story that is
thought-provoking.
In today's rapidly developing society of science and technology, more and more areas of our
lives are being replaced by artificial intelligence.
And, artificial intelligence does have a double edge. It can take the place of humans who perform
dangerous, complex or repetitive work and has been increasingly used in various fields. But I
want to explore the other side of artificial intelligence, where robots display or really perhaps
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‘feel’ emotions. Everyone will have a story to tell about the artificial intelligence that is to be a
part of their lives one day and may occupy their emotional lives as well. Everyone will have their
own reactions, and there may be no right or wrong as we judge whether artificial intelligence
should be with us.
This 2D animation will have several characters whose movements and emotions will be creative
and technical challenges. And, I look forward to these challenges.
Support
A composer and a sound designer will be needed. Also, I need voice actors do the vocal.
Techniques
TVPaint and After Effects will be the dominant programs that I will use for the work and the
choices I make on the art style.
Vision
Although Blank Space involves artificial intelligence, I do not want bring too much of ‘cyber
high-technology’ to the world of the film. Because it is an emotionally-driven story, it is my
hope that the rustic setting and activities in the film will be very compelling when populated by
robot people. The following are some references for the film.
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Budget
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Timeline
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APPENDIX II
STILL IMAGES FROM ALL TOO WELL
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FILM REFERENCES

(1) A.I. Artificial Intelligence. Directed by Steven Spielberg, 2001
(2) Blade Runner. Directed by Ridley Scott, 1982
(3) Song of the Sea. Directed by Tomm Moore, 2014
(4) The Breadwinner, Directed by Nora Twomey, 2017
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